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ALL bibliographers know when the first 
/a London book sale occurred, but who 
of them can tell the date of the earliest 
book sale in New York ? Nowadays book 
auctioneering is a distinct trade, and the 
history of the great book auction houses of 
this city would be one of the most interest- 
ing chapters in the yet to be written book, 
"Bibliomania in America." The name of 
the first auctioneer, too, is unknown, though 
William McLaughlin was one of the earliest, 
for on May 4, 1833, in an advertisement of 
McLaughlin & Blakely, 41 Maiden Lane, 
there is this note: "From the long ac- 
quainUnce of Mr. Mcl>aughlin with the 
book auction business he trusts that the 
firm will receive a consequent share of 
public patronage." Yet his name is not in 
any directory as a "commission merchant" 
before 1824, when McLaughlin & Co. had 
at 78 Maiden Lane unimportant book sales. 
Later Stephen R. Wiggins was associated 
with him, and on Tuesday, January 4, 1825, 
McLaughlin, Wiggins & Co. advertised that 
"at early candle light" there would begin 
the sale of a large consignment of books to 
be sold on a liberal credit, for approved 
notes. The firm of McLaughlin & Blakely 
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did not last long. Wiggins sold books at 
68 William Street until 1830. 

Among other book auction firms of 1825 
were Thomas Bell & Co., 157 Broadway; 
Robert McMennomy, Wall and Water 
Streets; A. Hawley, Pearl and Beekman 
Streets; John T. Boyd & Co., 137 Broad- 
way, and P. W. Johnstone & Co., 190 Water 
Street, the latter house being engaged 
regularly in the business from 1825 to 1835. 
In 1830 Royal Gurley became a book auc- 
tioneer at the **New York Long Room," 
169 Broadway. In 1833 another Royal 
Gurley sold books at auction at the same 
address; in 1844 Gurley & Hill were auc- 
tioneers there, the firm continuing until 
February, 1846, when the partnership was 
dissolved. Hill moving to 157 and Gurley 
to 304 Broadway, where as Gurley & Co., 
he disposed of literary property for two 
years more. Harison & Levy had occasion- 
al book sales in 1833 and 1834, though Levy 
is known chiefly as an auctioneer of pic- 
tures; I. T. Doughty & Co. had a few sales 
in 1834 at 33 Fulton Street; William Gowans 
is said to have been in the auction and 
commission book trade at 169 Broadway in 
1837 ; a man named Leeds sold books in the 
fifties, and Joseph Sabin held the Burton 
and one or two other sales in i860. With 
the mention of these names, the list of the 
lesser men is exhausted, and one comes to 
James E. Cooley and Lemuel Bangs — the 
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men who were identified successfully for 
many years with the business of selling 
books by auction, and who were book auc- 
tioneers in the true sense of the words. 

In the early part of 1833 Cooley was a 
bookseller at 34 Cedar Street, and later in 
the year a commission merchant at the 
"Panorama Sales Room," 151 Broadway, 
where on December 4 he sold "a general 
assortment of books in every department of 
literature." He moved to 196 Broadway in 
1835, and for two years was a considerable 
figure in the business as it then existed. 
In 1837, on March 11, this advertisement 
appeared in the papers: "The undersigned, 
having taken Mr. Lemuel Bangs into part- 
nership, the business will be conducted 
hereafter under the firm name of Cooley & 
Bangs. J. E. Cooley." The first sale under 
the new name was on Tuesday, March 14, 
at "7 i-j o'clock" in the evening; "27 
cases of books, part of the cargo of the 
ship America, slightly damaged, comprising 
a valuable assortment," were sold. Samuel 
Maverick who had been Cooley's auction- 
eer, continued in that capacity. The last 
advertisement of Cooley & Bangs was pub- 
lished on Saturday, March 17, 1838, and on 
the following Monday, with no announce- 



Cooley, when he retired from the firm, was 
out of the business until 1846, when he 
formed a copartnership with John Keese 
and Horatio Hill, and had many sales at 
157 Broadway, Hill acting as auctioneer, 
until his retirement in 1848. The firm then 
became Cooley & Keese, moved to 191 
Broadway, and finally to 377 and 379 Broad- 
way, corner of White Street. On May 31, 
1 85 1, Cooley & Keese sold the business to 
Lyman & Rawdon, though Mr. Keese 
officiated as auctioneer at the big sales 
until his death, on May 30, 1856, in his 
fiftieth year. He was one of the wittiest 
men of the period, and had a genius for 
exactly that art of attracting people that 
makes success in any business. Lyman & 
Rawdon became Lyman & Co., and, after 
Mr. Keese's death, Cooley acquired the 
business, conducting it for a time under 
the firm name of Geo. A. Leavitt & Co., 
though the Wright sale, in 1864, was held 
by **J. E. Cooley,** with Leavitt as auc- 
tioneer. Cooley was then at 498 Broadway. 
In 1866 the firm became Leavitt, Strebeigh 
& Co., and in 1872 George A. Leavitt again, 
the sales being held in the old Clinton Hall, 
in Astor Place. In May, 1885, the firm 
moved to Broadway and Tenth Street ; in 
1892, owing to improper management, it 
ceased to exist. 

Lemuel Bangs, who founded the present 
firm of Bangs & Co. , now the leading book 
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auction house in this country, and who died 
on October 7, 1887, was in 1829, and for a 
number of years thereafter, a member of 
the firm of McElrath & Bangs, publishers 
and booksellers at 85 Chatham Street. 
When Cooley retired from Cooley & Bangs 
and the firm became Bangs, Richards & 
Piatt, the business was conducted at 196 
Broadway. It was afterward removed to 
204 Broadway, where, in 1849, ^^^ ^^^ ^^" 
came Bangs, Piatt & Co., the members 
being Lemuel Bangs, Nathan Bangs, Jr., 
and Andrew M. Merwin. In 1852, when 
the business was situated at 13 Park Row, 
there was another change in firm name, and 
until the unstable days of 1857, when the 
firm went under, the sales were held by 
Bangs Brother & Co. In 1858 the firm 
name was again changed — this time to 
Bangs (£. K.), Merwin Sl Co., and in 
December, 1876, still again to Bangs (F. H.) 
81 Co. No other change is to be recorded. 
From 13 Park Row the business was re- 
moved to 594 and 596 Broadway, then to 
694 and 696 Broadway, corner of Fourth 
Street, and then to 656 Broadway. In 1879 
there was another removal, to 739 and 741 
Broadway, and in 1896 Bangs & Co. desert- 
ed the part of town that had been for so 
many years a literary center and estab- 
lished themselves at 9 1 and 93 Fifth Avenue, 
corner of Seventeenth Street. The present 
auctioneer, Mr, Merwin, is the sQn. of the 
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gentleman of that name who died in 1870, 
after having been a book auctioneer for over 
twenty years, and of whom Sabin wrote : 
'^His long experience, added to a natural 
ability and aptness for the business, ren- 
dered him the most acute and accomplished 
expert of the New York book auctions." 



From the Saturday Review of Books and Arty 
Published by The New York Times, March 
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